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Introduction 

Online Chat or ‘live chat’ is an integration or ‘plug-in’ deployed on websites, digital marketing 
landing pages, micro-sites and social media platforms facilitating real time conversations 
between a customer and a company representative.  

Online Chat has proven popular with consumers, looking and feeling like a conversation in 
instant messaging services that most consumers are already familiar with such as WhatsApp 
or Facebook Messenger.  

In a Gartner Report published in October 2015 titled “Best Practices for Making Live Chat a 
Must-Have Engagement Channel”1 it was noted that Online Chat is increasing in popularity as 
a preferred customer digital engagement channel, today representing 2% of overall 
interactions, and growing to 10% in 2018. By year end 2018, over 80% of companies are 
expected offer some form of live chat on their website or on mobile devices to interact with 
their customers. However, the Report also stressed that implementing Online Chat 
functionality as a long-term strategy can be challenging. 

 Beyond improved Member engagement, one of the primary motivations to introduce Online 
Chat will be its deployment to assist in increasing loan lead conversions. A Forbes article from 
August 20162 references a report from Forrester observing that nearly 50% of consumers say 
that having a live person answer their questions while in the middle of their purchase decision 
is one of the most important features a brand can offer3. 

Online Chat is a technology that is developing at a fast pace, innovation continues in areas 
like Artificial Intelligence (‘AI’) whereby automated responses can issue to frequently asked 
questions by ‘chat bots’ rather than relying on Member Representatives, thus making 
responses quicker and saving on staff costs. There is a trend towards ‘pro-active engagement’ 
where people browsing a website will see a message box ‘pop up’ offering assistance. When 
deployed on pages like loan calculators and digital marketing landing pages this pro-active 
engagement should result in increased sales. Moreover, suppliers of Online Chat solutions 
such as Zendesk also offer a complementary product suite for call centre support, fully 
integrating their online chat solution with sales and technical support offerings. 

While Online Chat clearly presents many advantages for credit unions in enhancing member 
experience on digital channels, it must be considered in the context of a much broader digital 
engagement strategy. This Whit Paper will consider the practical implications of introducing 
basic Online Chat functionality and will not consider in detail future innovations like chatbots. 
Moreover, as there are a number of drawbacks to Online Chat like a requirement for 
increased staff hours and resources, this Note will also highlight some of the likely pitfalls that 
credit unions might encounter. 

                                                             
1 https://www.gartner.com/doc/3159017/best-practices-making-live-chat 
2 https://www.forbes.com/sites/steveolenski/2016/08/10/its-alive-why-live-chat-is-so-important-for-
brands/#4a4d713053d1 
3 https://www.forrester.com/report/Making+Proactive+Chat+Work/-/E-RES57054 
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The Business Case for Online Chat 

The business case for Online Chat should consider both tangible and intangible factors; 

1. Tangible – Increased loan lead conversions from pro-active engagement on web pages 
2. Intangible – Improved member experience, higher satisfaction 

Tangible factors are more obvious and easier to measure. Digitalisation is a fact of life for 
most consumers with many preferring the ease and speed of online channels. Most credit 
unions will have noticed a marked increase in recent years in the number of Applications for 
credit originating through digital channels.  

The Solution Centre’s shared service centre for digital marketing regularly generates in excess 
of €10 million per month in loan enquiries through social media, with many more enquiries 
coming through credit union websites. The template best practice website was developed to 
demonstrate how principles of UX (‘User Experience’) design can be leveraged to maximise 
loan enquiries. The digital transformation programme articulated in the three FinTech White 
Papers has been designed to ensure that credit unions are well positioned to action increased 
loan applications originating through digital channels with processes that are accessible and 
user friendly. The digital transformation programme incorporates a broad ranging digital 
engagement strategy and Online Chat may, for many credit unions, form a vital part of their 
engagement strategy to fully leverage the opportunities from digital loan originations. Credit 
unions engaged with the Solution Centre on digital marketing, website design and new 
innovations like PoS Tablets will have an existing base of monthly loan leads generated 
through digital channels, the business case for Online Chat should target a specified increase 
in conversion levels on these loan leads. 

In terms of intangible benefits, credit unions consistently rank in top position in the CXi Ireland 
Report on customer satisfaction. As increasing numbers of members elect to engage with 
their credit unions through digital channels it will be important to ensure that the service 
experienced online meets or exceeds the high standards set by credit union staff in-branch. 
Credit unions will need to plan to meet evolving member expectations and Online Chat is one 
area that may be chosen to enhance online Member engagement and provide a personalised 
service. 

As was noted in the first FinTech White Paper; “Rapid advances in technology have the 
capacity to alter not only the way in which we will need to deliver service to a membership 
that is increasingly digitised, but will also demand an evaluation of the very services we offer 
and the transition to a business model sustainable in the digital age. In so many other 
industries, digitalisation has brought democratisation and in some cases disruption. Netflix, 
Amazon and Uber are examples of how agile technology start-ups have overhauled 
established industries through user focused offerings rooted in convenience and value.”
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The Challenges of Online Chat 

Despite the advantages of Online Chat, if introduced credit unions will need to be prepared for 
the downside also. The appeal to members of Online Chat is instant engagement with a credit 
union representative. Once launched, a member would have a legitimate expectation of an 
instant reply to their query and if this expectation cannot be met, the poor service delivery will 
harm the perception of the credit union on the whole. 

Ensuring that instant replies are available during business hours will be labour intensive and will 
require adequate staff resourcing. Moreover, it should be noted that digital loan enquiries often 
peak outside of normal business hours, with particular spikes seen during commuting hours of 8 
a.m. to 9 a.m. and 6p.m. to 7 p.m. 

Staffing to handle enquiries at times when high volumes are expected may not fit conveniently 
with existing rostering and may come at a significant additional cost. Any cost/benefit analysis as 
part of a business case for the introduction of Online Chat must realistically consider the 
potentially significant cost of extending contact hours, providing adequate resources to reply 
instantly throughout the day and possibly outsourcing capacity to a contact centre to ensure 
overflow capacity at times when exceptional volumes are experienced. 

Online Chat also presents a number of specific IT and data related challenges. Many providers of 
Online Chat solutions operate with data centres located outside of the EEA, in many cases in the 
US. If a supplier is chosen whose data centres are in the US, the credit union should be familiar 
with the EU-US Privacy Shield. Where data centres are in non-EEA countries, standard contractual 
clauses should be in a form as approved by the European Commission. Whenever data is stored 
or transferred outside the EEA, credit unions should consider obtaining independent advice that 
the Data Processing Agreement executed with the supplier satisfies the requirements of Irish data 
protection law, including GDPR and requirements relating to the international transfer of data. 
This advice may come at a significant cost and when selecting suppliers with data centres outside 
the EEA, this should be incorporated into the cost/benefit analysis. 

Members accessing Online Chat may also inadvertently volunteer information of a personal or 
financial nature. The credit union should consider what reasonable steps could be taken to 
discourage members from volunteering personal information over this channel including 
prominent warnings not to do so. Where personal or financial information is provided, the credit 
union should have a process in place to manage the personal data in compliance with GDPR or 
immediately delete such a message. Ideally, the process should be incorporated into a robust 
Social Media Policy and members informed via the credit union’s Privacy Notice, where necessary. 
The credit union should also ensure that their policy and the ability to delete personal information 
inadvertently volunteered aligns with the Data Retention Policy of the supplier. 

Members may also have an expectation that they will receive detailed financial advice over this 
channel. The Social Media Policy should preclude the offering of any advice over Online Chat. 
Frontline staff should be trained to ensure that a member seeking financial advice is referred to 
a branch. Members should also be notified on the website that advice cannot be offered over 
Online Chat. 

  



Page 6 of 10 
   

Engaging Members and Potential Members 

As stated previously, particularly in the second FinTech White Paper, the overarching strategy 
employed by the Solution Centre for business model development is a 5-pillar approach built 
on IT enablement; 

 

While the primary deliverable of Online Chat is in terms of improving engagement and 
experience, as we will discuss, an optimal deployment of the solution will leverage all 5 pillars. 

We have learned from our digital marketing service that potential members have high 
expectations of service.  By stepping out of our own sector and examining the personal 
lending marketplace we see banks and other lenders competing on convenience and offering 
customers multiple channels to communicate and be on boarded. 

Similarly, the banking sector is lowering the amount of facetime it offers customers to cut 
costs and increase margins.  Credit unions have a distinct advantage in offering personal 
engagement but fail in bringing this engagement to the customer in a way that suits their 
lifestyle. When implementing Online Chat, we are bringing the personal face of the credit 
union to the time and space that works best for the customer. 

Accordingly, Online Chat agents should be as personable and human online as in real life.  In 
our checklist we highlight the importance of staff training and a clearly defined social media 
policy. Familiarity with the rules of engaging customers will help agents be confident in 
dealing with the public and therefore come across as more personable online.   

Small details such as using headshot portraits as avatars and using agent’s real names will also 
help impart the personality magic of the credit union through this medium. Understanding 
the medium and what customers expect when engaging online is also key to successful use 
of the service. Managing expectations and communicating promptly are key as a slow 
response through this medium will be more poorly regarded than a slow email. 
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Insights and Reporting 

Like all digital channels, Online Chat can return data that offers valuable business insights.  
Response times, staff performance, customer sentiment and loan sales results can all be 
captured.  From a customer service point of view, it will be essential to monitor deployment 
with the correct metrics, all of which can be reported through most online chat solutions. 

Member Experience 

Member Experience is built on a hierarchy of trust; 

 

Online Chat solutions contain a number of functionalities that will support enhanced member 
experience, including; 

• Support tickets solved, backlog and predicted backlog all show the human resource 
required to ensure that the system is being used effectively.  In the first week of 
deployment these will need to be monitored closely to ensure that member 
expectations are met in terms of relevant and timely communication. 

• Average response time is also key – online chat works when members get the relevant, 
instant contact they expect.  From a marketing point of view when volumes and 
backlog are constant and manageable this allows for customer service promises to be 
given and delivered on. 

• Ticket distribution & individual performance – determining the numbers of staff 
required based on response times volumes and backlog is insufficient to make 
resource decisions if a small cohort of staff are handling the bulk of tickets.  Skews in 
the distribution of tickets can help you identify skill deficits in your team or the scope 
to create internal departments depending on the nature of inbound queries and the 
skills and knowledge required to service them 

• Satisfaction ratings – member feedback is key to identifying which agents are high 
performers and which need help.   

These metrics can give an indicative idea of the failings and successes of other communication 
channels for the first time allowing CU managers to make operational decisions from a 
position of statistical strength. 
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Fulfilment  

Presently, sales require multiple visits to the credit union where much of the lending 
application process can be completed remotely.   Our targeted markets for lending products 
invariably are unable to complete applications due to both life and work commitments.  

By engaging and directing members in real time in a way that suits their professional and 
personal lifestyle, we can limit the friction of repeated visits to close a loan application.  

IT Enablement 

Online Chat platforms are easy to install on existing websites and require little maintenance.   
However, some thought should be given to the placement of the chat service.  The homepage 
is an obvious choice but if queries are of high volume and low quality (from a sales point of 
view) installation can be changed to pages relating directly to lending. 

Landing pages provisioned by Solution Centre for digital marketing should all feature a chat 
box and are designed for easy integration with the service. 

Most Online Chat platforms also offer high levels of integrations with Hive. The Hive platform 
has been developed by a group of credit unions to manage member relationships, member 
engagement and to bring automation to the core processes of lending and member 
onboarding. It is built on Microsoft technology to provide the highest possible ability to up 
tier the system, plugging in best of breed FinTech solutions over time. Large US Credit Unions 
together with CUNA Mutual have recently announced that they will begin using the same 
technology underpinning Hive for the same purposes4.  

 

Participants of the Hive project will soon be able to integrate inbound queries with member 
lookups and create tickets against customer records in the platform.  This will help paint an 
even richer picture of members wants and needs and our ability to service them. Moreover, 
the platform will facilitate online loan applications so as to maximise the opportunity for 
converting loan enquiries arising through digital channels. 

 

  

  

                                                             
4 https://www.forbes.com/sites/tomgroenfeldt/2018/03/21/analyze-this-sophisticated-
analytics-for-credit-unions/#7ec5cde61191 
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Supplier Selection and Due Diligence 

For the purposes of researching a potential supplier in drafting this White Paper, the Solution 
Centre selected Zendesk on the basis of their credentials in the market, location of their data 
centres, quality of product including reporting tools and their ability to demonstrate 
compliance with data protection requirements. It should be noted that due diligence was 
conducted for research purposes only, the Solution Centre makes no warranty or guarantee 
as to the suitability of Zendesk and it is a matter for each credit union to identify suppliers 
and satisfy themselves as to the suppliers’ suitability and ability to demonstrate compliance 
with, inter alia, the Credit Union Act and data protection legislation. 

For the purposes of supplier due diligence, the documents requested from Zendesk included 
(not exhaustive); 

1. Terms of Service 
2. Draft Service Level Agreement 
3. Data Deletion and Retention Policy 
4. Data Hosting Policy 
5. Sub-contractors and Sub-Processors Policy 
6. Privacy Policy 
7. ISO or other industry quality assurance certification 
8. SOC or other industry standard report demonstrating adequacy of controls 
9. Replies to Third Party Service Provider Questionnaire (Zendesk provided pre-prepared 

Consensus Assessment Initiative Questionnaire)  
10. Binding Corporate Rules 

 

Credit unions should be familiar with the findings of two recent Central Bank Thematic 
Reviews; 

1. Report on Thematic Outsourcing Inspections in Credit Unions5 
2. IT Risk in Credit Unions – Thematic Review Findings6 

 

As Online Chat involves the transfer of consumer data, and potentially data of a personal or 
financial nature, credit unions should pay due care and attention to the security and hosting 
policies and procedures of a potential supplier. 

 

 

                                                             
5 https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/Regulation/industry-market-sectors/credit-
unions/communications/reports/2017-report-on-thematic-outsourcing-inspections-in-credit-unions.pdf 
6 https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/Regulation/industry-market-sectors/credit-
unions/communications/reports/it-risk-in-credit-unions-thematic-review-findings.pdf 
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Considerations Before Launching Online Chat 

# Consideration Complete? 
1 Business Case developed incorporating cost/benefit analysis 

• Targets set for conversions from pro-active engagement 
• Costs incorporate increased or redeployed staff resources 
• Consider outsourcing out of hours or overflow capacity 
• Legal costs for data transfers outside EEA, where applicable 

 

2 Online Chat incorporated into broader Member engagement strategy 
• Target response times set 
• Internal scripts drafted 
• What reporting metrics? E.g. net promotor score 

 

3 Social Media Policy incorporates Online Chat 
• Who is responsible internally? 
• What level of management oversight? 
• Procedures for when personal data is submitted 

 

4 Adequate staff resources in place prior to launch 
• ‘Peak’ times may be outside normal office hours 

 

5 Staff trained to handle both sales and service queries  
6 Robust supplier due diligence complete  

 

 

 

 


